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Dr. Rudolf L. Baer was born on July 22, 1910 in Strasbourg,
which at that time was part of Germany, and died on July 31, 1997
at his home in New York City. He was an active member and
participant in the activities of the Society for Investigative
Dermatology from its founding in 1937, until the last year of his
life when he suffered a debilitating stroke.
Rudy attended the Lyceum in Strasbourg from 1916 to 1918.
After the First World War, when the region of Alsace was returned
to France, his family moved to Frankfurt, where his ancestors could
be traced back to the seventeenth century. He then continued his
studies at the Musterschule. From 1928 to 1933, he attended
medical school at the Universities of Frankfurt, Heidelberg, Berlin,
and Vienna, but because the Nazis had come to power, was not
awarded the MD degree in Germany. At that time, the Swiss
government made it possible for German Jewish medical graduates
to take a qualifying examination in Switzerland. Rudy sat for this
examination which he passed handily, and was awarded his MD
from the University of Basel in 1934.
By this time, Rudy had experienced firsthand the growing
influence of the Nazis and the increasing sense of crisis in Europe,
all of which led him to make the fateful decision to emigrate to
the United States. In 1934, Rudy sailed for New York, armed only
with several letters of introduction, including one to Dr. Marion
Sulzberger from his cousin Dr. Heinrich Baer, who had worked
with Dr. Sulzberger in the dermatology department of Professor
Joseph Jadassohn in Breslau in the 1920s. At that time the major
centers of excellence in dermatology were in the United Kingdom
and Europe.
Rudy first did a year of rotating internship at the Beth Israel
Hospital in New York City. At that point, strongly influenced by
Dr. Marion Sulzberger, who convinced him to take special training
in dermatology, Rudy became a resident in our specialty at the
Montefiore Hospital and was exposed to several outstanding
Figure 1. Dr. Rudolf Baer, incoming President of the Society for
Investigative Dermatology, accepting the presidential gavel from Dr. Eugene
Farber, 1964.
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dermatologists, including Dr. Fred Wise and Dr. Adolph Rostenberg,
Jr., who with Dr. Sulzberger had a decisive impact on Rudy’s
subsequent career.
Rudy’s interest in allergy and immunology began to crystallize
about this time because of his close collaboration with Dr. Sulzberger.
Indeed they coauthored a paper in the very first issue of this
Journal in 1938, while Rudy was still in training (Sulzberger and
Baer, 1938). In this paper, they showed that it was possible to
demonstrate a structure–activity relationship with certain nitro-
substituted compounds in terms of their potential to evoke allergic
contact dermatitis in human subjects. As a result of these studies,
Rudy also met the legendary Karl Landsteiner, Nobel Prize winner,
and one of the pioneering immunologists of the twentieth century.
From 1937 to 1939, Rudy moved to the New York Skin and
Cancer Unit, where he trained under the chairman, Dr. George
Miller MacKee. At that time, the Skin and Cancer Unit was one
of the leading centers of dermatology in the U.S.A., with outstanding
faculty, many of whom, like Rudy, had emigrated to America
because of the rise to power of the Nazis in Germany. From 1937
to 1940, Rudy worked as a preceptee in the private practice office
of Dr. Sulzberger, and upon completion of his training in 1940,
joined Dr. Sulzberger in his private practice. Rudy and Dr.
Sulzberger subsequently continued to collaborate closely over the
next two decades.
From 1942 to 1946, during the Second World War, Rudy
became a member of the office of Scientific Research and
Development and the National Research Council. He also worked
at Cornell University Medical College, where he was assigned to
projects to devise new ointments that could protect the skin against
chemical vesicants that were being used in the war, and the
development of more effective insect repellents. These efforts were
successful, and a number of innovative products based on this
research became available for use by military personnel.
Figure 2. Former Presidents of the Society for Investigative Dermatology
(photograph taken in 1967). From left: Walter Lobitz (1958), Harvey Blank
(1961), Clarence Livingood (1955), Marion Sulzberger (1951), Eugene Farber
(1967), Herman Beerman (1947), Irwin Blank (1961), Herman Pinkus
(1959), and Rudolf Baer (1964).
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When the war ended, Rudy and Dr. Sulzberger separated their
practices, and Rudy spent half his time as a member of the faculty
at the Skin and Cancer Unit and half his time in his own private
practice. He pursued further studies in allergy and immunology,
atopic dermatitis, allergic contact dermatitis, cutaneous drug eruptions,
and photosensitivity reactions in the skin, all of which defined his
interests for the remainder of his life.
In 1949, Rudy returned to Europe for the first time since leaving
Germany in 1934, and thus began a lifelong passion for blending
his experiences as a native German with his career as an academic
dermatologist in America. Rudy recalled that during that trip he
visited the Hoˆpital St. Louis in Paris, which at the time was one
of the great centers of dermatology in the world. There he met,
among others, Civatte, Degos, and Tzanck. The latter had come
from Georgia in Russia and gained international recognition for
developing the simple test to confirm cutaneous herpes viral
infections that bears his name and is still widely used today. Rudy,
however, recalled another facet of Dr. Tzanck when he told the
story of how he had become aware of Dr. Tzanck’s considerable
reputation as a gourmet. Rudy sought Tzanck’s advice regarding
outstanding restaurants in the French capital, to which Tzanck
replied: ‘‘My dear Dr. Baer, I may make an occasional mistake in
dermatologic diagnosis, but never when it comes to food and
wine.’’ Rudy acknowledged that Tzanck’s recommendations were
impeccable, and Rudy’s ensuing lifelong passion for outstanding
culinary experiences was certainly enhanced by his meeting
with Tzanck.
By that time, Rudy had married Louise, who would be his
lifelong partner and strongest supporter, and they began their annual
summer visits to the Palace Hotel in St. Moritz, Switzerland, which
continued without interruption until the early 1990s. Rudy loved
this part of the world and used the time to commune with nature.
He and Louise found these annual visits to be an indispensable part
of their lives.
In 1951, Dr. Sulzberger had succeeded Dr. MacKee as Chairman
of the department at the Skin and Cancer Unit, which in 1949
had become part of the New York University (NYU) School of
Medicine. From 1949 to 1963, the Skin and Cancer Hospital
remained at its earlier location at 2nd Avenue and 19th Street,
Table I. Abbreviated curriculum vitae of Rudolf L. Baer, MD
I. ACADEMIC APPOINTMENTS
New York University, School of Medicine
1981–97 Professor of Dermatology
1961–81 George Miller MacKee Professor and Chairman,
Department of Dermatology
New York University, Post-Graduate Medical School
1949–61 Assistant Professor, Associate Professor and Professor of
Clinical Dermatology and Syphilology
College of Physicians and Surgeons, Columbia University
1946–48 Instructor in Dermatology and Syphilology, Cornell
University Medical College
1942–46 Visiting Fellow in Medicine
II. HOSPITAL APPOINTMENTS
New York Skin and Cancer Unit
1961–81 Director
1950–61 Associate Director
1939–50 Assistant Attending, Associate Attending and Attending
Dermatologist and Syphilologist
III. SOCIETY FOR INVESTIGATIVE DERMATOLOGY
1938–97 Member
1980–97 Honorary Member
1961–66 Member, Board of Directors
1963–64 President
1956–57 Vice President
1959–63 Member, Committee on Scientific Programs
1961–62 Associate Editor, Journal of Investigative Dermatology
1946–61 Editorial Board, Journal of Investigative Dermatology
1973 Recipient of Stephen Rothman Memorial Award
some distance away from the NYU Medical Center on 1st Avenue
in Manhattan.
In 1961, Rudy succeeded Sulzberger as the George Miller MacKee
Professor and Chairman of the Department of Dermatology at
NYU, and in 1963, a new Skin and Cancer Unit facility was built
at the NYU Medical Center, where it remains to the present day.
Rudy was Chair of the Department at NYU for almost 20 y, and
during that time helped solidify its international reputation as a center
of excellence in dermatology. Among his many accomplishments were
the recruitment and retention of a critical mass of full-time faculty
members who devoted themselves to research and teaching; the
establishment of strong programs in basic research; the growth and
strengthening of a training program for residents in dermatology;
and, ultimately, the integration of the separate dermatology programs
at the Skin and Cancer Unit, the Bellevue Hospital, and the
Manhattan VA Medical Center. This was accompanied by major
growth of research in immunology, photobiology, and oncology, as
well as the development of a powerful program in dermatopathology,
headed by Dr. A. Bernard Ackerman. By the time Rudy retired as
Chair, the NYU department had become world renowned as a
truly comprehensive academic department of dermatology.
It is important to emphasize that Rudy’s lifelong interest in
dermatologic immunology culminated in the early 1970s in pioneering
studies with his colleagues at NYU, Dr. Inga Silberberg and Dr.
Stanley Rosenthal. A publication in this Journal describing the work
became a citation classic (Silberberg et al, 1976). As is so often the
case with revolutionary scientific discovery, their finding was
serendipitous in that Dr. Silberberg’s major research interest was in
the percutaneous absorption of metals. Using ultrastructural tech-
niques, she was attempting to define the pathway by which inorganic
mercury compounds penetrate into human skin. In the course of
conducting these studies, she asked the question whether there were
differences in absorption between individuals who were contact
allergic to mercury salts and those who were not. While no
differences in percutaneous absorption could be detected in these
subjects, Dr. Silberberg observed that lymphocytes were frequently
closely apposed, membrane to membrane, to epidermal Langerhans
cells in mercury contact-sensitive, but not normal, individuals.
Exposure to primary irritant substances had no such effect. These
results led to the suggestion that the Langerhans cells, first described
by Paul Langerhans while working with Rudolf Virchow and Paul
Kohnheim at the Charite´ Hospital in Berlin in the mid-nineteenth
century, might after more than a century of ignorance about their
function, play an important role in antigen presentation to the
immune system. These studies fundamentally changed the ensuing
direction of immunologic research in the skin by showing that
these cells are crucial for the body’s immune responses. It is
important to recall that Rudy’s achievement in this regard occurred
rather late in his academic career. Although, in fact, he sustained
his keen interest in dermatologic immunology and in investigative
medicine until the penultimate year of his life, when he suffered
the debilitating stroke from which he never fully recovered.
Rudy was deeply devoted to the Society for Investigative
Dermatology from its inception. He actually translated the first two
published articles in the Journal, in addition to coauthoring the
paper with Dr. Sulzberger. It is fair to say that Rudy, though not
a founding member, was one of the midwives present at the birth
of the Society and the Journal. He supported the Society’s goals
through his lifetime and prided himself on never having missed an
annual meeting. The last meeting he attended was in 1996, literally
3 wk before his stroke. He could always be found sitting in the
front row listening attentively to the work being presented by
young scientists 60 y or more his junior.
Whereas these accomplishments assure Rudy a permanent place
among the most influential dermatologists of the twentieth century,
his scientific achievements were matched by his remarkable personal
qualities. He was a man of consummate integrity who communicated
a sense of trust in everyone around him. He had a commanding
presence and yet was a good listener who was remarkably effective
at organizing and building consensus. He held leading positions in
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all of the important dermatologic organizations including the Society
for Investigative Dermatology.
Rudy was an inspiration to those of us fortunate enough to have
known him. His guiding presence and the standards he set for
himself and for those around him, mark him as an individual who
shaped the growth and development of dermatology as a science-
based specialty of medicine. He leaves a legacy of excellence that
should be an example for us all.
David R. Bickers
Secretary-Treasurer, Society for Investigative Dermatology
Carl Truman Nelson Professor and Chairman
Department of Dermatology, College of Physicians and Surgeons
Columbia University
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